This is the last in the current series of articles considering various elements of effective management. Fiona Westwood has already looked at managing conflict, influencing people and doing deals. This article looks at one of the major causes of frustration for any organisation -the amount of time people spend in meetings and the limited value that such time investment produces.
Introduction
For most of us, meetings take up an inordinate amount of our working days, yet many of us experience little progress or sense of achievement from them.
Why are meetings so problematic? Why do they achieve so little? Why do so many of us end up feeling frustrated? The answers lie partly in the processes we adopt and partly in how we as people affect the dynamics.
People simply get into bad habits when it comes to attending internal meetings. They become so used to having to endure meetings that they lose any expectation of achieving anything worthwhile. As a result of this and many of the processes adopted, clear outcomes are seldom achieved. Poor chairing is also a contributing factor. People assume the role of chair without any understanding of what is involved and how to behave. There is nothing more likely to cause a 'bad' meeting than poor chairing.
In addition, meetings are called without any real purpose. Sometimes, people call them as an excuse to appear to be doing something and, as a result, involve people without any clear idea of who they want to attend and why. Often, no one is entirely sure what was agreed and what the next step will be. We also get into bad habits about following up on the outcomes of meetings. One very senior organisation I know meets every two months with the minutes of the past meeting being sent out with the agenda for the next one. It is hardly a surprise that very little progress on action points is made!
The process
Too many organisations call meetings without any regard for people's availability or clear idea what they want to achieve. Calling a meeting becomes a substitute for doing something -as if the act of calling a meeting is sufficient to show activity! People get into bad habits when it comes to attending meetings TIMING AND FORMAT Meetings are often scheduled at inappropriate times. For example, I like to work on my most creative or difficult tasks in the morning. I therefore find attending tedious meetings mid-morning particularly frustrating! Other people like to do creative work later in the day and as a result, will be resentful if asked to sit in on a meeting then. It is important to plan meetings with sympathy to people's workloads and personal deadlines, otherwise they will not attend with a positive attitude.
It is also important to keep meetings short and to the point. People find it very difficult to concentrate and sit in one place for more than two hours without a break, yet I regularly hear of meetings going on for three, four and even five hours.
As with most situations, the first few minutes is important as it sets the tone for the rest of the meeting. Starting on time is vital as those of us who have made it there on time become increasingly annoyed at the latecomers. Making swift progress through any opening agenda items is also important, as this encourages people to settle in and feel their attendance is worthwhile.
It is important to think through the format. Too often meetings become talking shops with people speaking off the subject in hand. Using a flip chart to outline issues is a much quicker way of focusing people's attention than endless discussion. It also keeps people on the subject. It is always interesting to notice the effect that someone standing up has on the dynamics of the session. The person standing becomes the focus of attention and as a result, can easily influence what is being discussed and who contributes.
WHAT AND WHO
The underlying purpose of the meeting must be considered. Meetings should be used to allow people to discuss and agree. Too often, they are used solely to present information. This is a poor use of everyone's time as people can read faster than any presenter can speak. Too often, reports are presented at meetings in laborious detail with people losing interest in and commitment to the subject at hand.
It is also essential to review the purpose behind the meeting. Is it to identify solutions to problems? Is it to debate key issues? Different purposes require different formats and attendees. If a decision must be taken, it is obvious that attendees need to have the authority (and information necessary) to take it. This is often overlooked when late substitutes are sent, perhaps people not senior enough to make the decision. This causes resentment and frustration for those who do attend as nothing worthwhile can be achieved! If the meeting intends to generate creative solutions, it is important to think about the structure and format. Smaller groups allow everyone to contribute. Again, many meetings involve ten or more people with the result that the dominant ones dominate the quieter ones.
THE AGENDA
The length and structure of any formal agenda is also important. Often matters which need to be agreed are put too far down the agenda with the result that when they come up for debate people are too tired or rushed to deal with them fully. Important items should always be near the top. Paperwork should always be sent out in good time to allow people not only to read it but also to prepare their views, including talking to other people before the meeting.
As outlined above, people should not be allowed to talk through the detail of reports as this slows down the whole process of interaction and debate.
F I O N A W E S T W O O D
Be aware of people's workloads when planning non-urgent meetings
MINUTES
The format of minute taking is also important. Minutes should be action points, with people accepting responsibility and committing to timescales. They should be short and to the point and sent out within a couple of days of the meeting.
The people
People dynamics are as important. The role of chairperson is crucial.
Chairing is a difficult skill which requires the ability to constantly balance between exerting authority and allowing debate. It calls on all the skills we have looked at in the last three articles -managing conflict, the ability to influence people and do deals. It requires strong listening and communication skills, the ability to précis and persuade people. Like any skill it will improve with practice. Few chairs receive any formal training with the result that some are naturally good and others are dreadful. This is one the main causes of meetings being ineffective. Good chairs prepare properly for their meeting, read the papers in advance, put thought into the structure of the agenda, are clear who they want to attend and why, and finally, are clear what they want to achieve.
That said, all of us who attend meetings have a responsibility to support the chair and behave constructively. As we have discussed before, professionals have strong personalities which makes them powerful influencers -good and bad -in any meeting. I can think of any number of situations where I was less than positive in a meeting simply because I was tired and had a lot of work lying on my desk to deal with on my return. The meeting was simply not my most urgent priority and I resented the time spent there. That coloured my attitude to all of the points under discussion! Professionals also have a habit of bringing in 'old baggage' -what happened in previous meetings or even extraneous experiences. It is important to encourage them to focus positively on the subject in hand. Again this is an area where reinforcing shared values is useful.
Practical suggestions
The first task to undertake is to carry out a 'meeting audit' on our organisations to find out how many meetings we have and what they achieve. We will be surprised to learn how many there are and how much time they tie up. Then we need to check whether holding a meeting is the best way to deal with the problem. In some instances, the meeting has become more important than the problem and may well be preventing proper discussion! We need to discard any meeting which is not serving a real purpose.
We then need to sort the remaining meetings into priorities -those which are necessary and important should have the highest priority. We need to review the timing, the agenda and the attendees:
Carry out a meeting audit on your organisationdiscard any which are not achieving a worthwhile return on your time and energy investment.
Make sure all meetings have a clear purposethis allows you to identify the key people who must attend.
Look at the timings of meetings to prevent people feeling frustrated -avoid times when people have deadlines or feel particularly under pressure.
Keep agendas short and to the point -aim to finish within two hours with clear agreed action points distributed immediately.
Starting on time is crucial as it sets the tone for the rest of the meeting. We need to sort the meetings into priorities -those which are necessary and important should have the highest priority If a decision must be taken, it is obvious that attendees need to have the authority (and information necessary) to take it Use a flip chart to capture key points and keep people focussed -standing up allows you to take back any loss of control or attention.
Send out information and background papers before the meeting, giving people sufficient time to read them and prepare properly.
Don't let people present information during the meeting -encourage them to assume that people are up to speed on the background and able to debate key issues.
Skilled chairing is crucial -make sure the chairs are aware of what is expected of them and provide them with advice and training if needed.
Encourage everyone to behave constructivelypoint out that they are here because of their experience and skills which you want them to use to the benefit of everyone.
Conclusions
Meetings directly influence us and our organisations. Used constructively, they allow people to share expertise and learn from each other, producing creative and practical solutions to problems and issues. When meetings perform less well, they cause bad feeling, frustration and unpleasantness which extend beyond the actual meeting itself.
It is important to shake off any bad habits that have developed. Many of the meetings we are forced to attend have limited purpose or outcomes. Any meeting that ties up the valuable time of a group of professionals striving to provide high quality patient care must be worth the investment they put in.
